R E T B E A T     ANI>      ADVANCE         401
week's time he'll start treading on our necks. . . . What is
done is done. . . . It's all as I thought. ... It was bound to
be so. But now the cossacks will turn up their noses !
They've got out of the habit of saluting and standing to
attention before their Excellencies ! " Gregor thought as he
went down the steps and groped his way towards the
wicket-gate.
The spirit had had its effect on him also: Ms head was
swimming, his movements acquired an uncertain heaviness.
As he passed through the wicket-gate he reeled, clapped his
cap on his head and, dragging his feet, walked down the
street.
Close to the little house belonging to Aksinia's aunt he
halted for a moment hesitantly, then resolutely strode
towards the door. The inner door leading to the porch was
not fastened. He walked into the best room without
knocking, and directly before him saw Stepan Astakhov
sitting at the table. Aksinia's aunt was busy at the stove.
The table was covered with a clean tablecloth, and on it
stood an unfinished bottle of home-made vodka, and some
pieces of rosy pink dried fish on a plate.
Stepan had just emptied his glass and, evidently, was
about to have a smoke. But, seeing Gregor, he pushed away
his plate and leaned his back against the wall.
Though Gregor was drunk, he noticed Stepan's face turn
deathly pale, and" saw his eyes flame wolfishly. Dumb-
founded by the meeting, Gregor yet found strength
enough to remark hoarsely :
" You've been doing yourself well! "
" Glory be! *' the housewife answered in alarm,
undoubtedly fully aware of Gregorys relations with her
kinswoman, and not expecting any good to come from this
chance meeting of husband and lover,
Stepan silently stroked his whiskers with his left hand,
and kept his burning eyes fixed on Gregor.
But Gregor, standing with feet set wide apart on the
threshold, smiled wrily and said :
" Well, I just looked in ... you must excuse me."
*    Stepan  was silent.  The  awkward  silence lasted until
the housewife plucked up courage enough to invite Gregor
to stop.
" Come in and sit down/' she said.